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Abstract 
While academic discourse surrounding English for Specific Purposes (ESP) generally 
concerns the acquisition English for academic or professional purposes in a 
contemporary context, unique manifestations of ESP can arguably be found in a wide 
range of socio-historical contexts.  Although subject to debate, by examining early 
manifestations of ESP, one can gain greater insight into contemporary pedagogical 
practices as well as values and attitudes towards English language acquisition.  On this 
note, this paper takes into account the “militaristic” means and ends of English language 
acquisition in pre-war Japan and draws parallels to present-day ESL assessment 
conditions.  In order to do so, this paper analyses a collection of preparatory texts for 
English examinations taken from seven major naval, engineering, business and medical 
schools between 1897 and 1905.  After briefly introducing the context and the schools 
in which these examinations were conducted, by means of textual analysis, I will 
highlight the frequent themes appearing in test questions, the forms and complexity of 
the language covered, and the structure of the questions.  In doing so, this paper will 
demonstrate how the structure of such texts set the standard for English language testing 
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 War is by no means a pleasant subject, but needless to say, it is always a curious 
one.  What drives a nation to war?  Is it part of the human condition?  Is it inevitable?  
Whichever way one looks at it, war is a quest for power or a quest to maintain power by 
whatever means necessary.  Empires are built, empires expand, and of course, empires 
fall.  Although we could argue that the language of war itself is simply violence, what 
about language for war?  As opposed to the conquered who perhaps need to acquire or 
adopt a new language as a means of survival, the conquerors themselves, rarely do so.  
For them, language is a tool for expansion.  It is essentially a weapon of sorts—and for 
Japan’s Imperial Army in the late Meiji Period this was perhaps the case.  
 Hailed as an age of social enlightenment, modernisation and progress, the Meiji 
Restoration also witnessed the formation of a national identity and modern nation-state 
aspiring to expand as a rival to its Western counterparts.  In its attempts to do so, not 
only did Japan mark a strong presence in the first Sino-Japan war, but I argue that its 
successful efforts to establish and maintain its military presence in the successive wars 
thereafter are partly on account of the radical changes in the Japanese education system.  
Given its growing importance in this context, the instruction of English was not only 
implemented in government schools but was framed to fit the military agenda and 
therefore targeted at young cadets.  In effect, the instruction of English in this context 
was perhaps an early manifestation of English for Special Purposes in Japan, or what I 
refer to in this paper as “English for the Imperial Armed Forces”.  
   On this note, this paper essentially examines a collection of examination 
preparatory texts taken from seven major naval, engineering, business and medical 
schools between 1897 and 1905.  By means of textual analysis, I will overview the 
frequent themes appearing in test questions, the forms and complexity of the language 
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featured, and the structure of the questions.  In doing so, I will attempt to demonstrate 
how the texts served as ideological tools and how the structure of such texts set the 
standard for English language testing in Japanese schools thereafter.  However, before 
considering the nature and content of these specific English language tests, it is 
necessary to overview the nature of the education system at the time and the reforms 
that were occurring.  I will then proceed by introducing the context and nature of 
English language testing, which will then be followed by the textual analysis. 
Essentially, I aim to demonstrate how the texts served as ideological tools and how the 
structure of such texts set the standard for English language testing and test preparation 
in Japanese schools to this day.  
 
Historical Background  
 Although dramatic changes were occurring in many countries, it is difficult to 
comment about state of the world in the late 19th century without making a single 
reference to the British Empire. Conqueror of the seas and unrivalled as a naval and 
imperial power, Britain had invaded and possessed at least one country on every human 
inhabited continent by by the late 19th century.  As illustrated in the map below (Figure 
1), the British “possessions” are coloured red” (British Empire, 2015). 
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Figure 1. British Empire 1897. 
 
 It was undoubtedly a tremendous achievement for a little island nation and 
perhaps rather enviable for another island nation in the “Far East”.  At any rate, with the 
Industrial Revolution and British Empire full steam ahead in the mid-19th century, Japan 
was just crawling out of its shell in the Meiji Period when it was forced to open up to 
trade by the United States in 1854.  Hailed thereafter, more or less as an age of social 
enlightenment, modernisation and progress, the Meiji Restoration also witnessed the 
formation of a national identity and a modern nation-state aspiring to expand as a rival 
to its Western counterparts.  
 With the intention of making Japan an equal to the Western powers, Japan sent 
students around the world to learn and assimilate Western arts and sciences. According 
to historian, Marius Jansen, between 1868 and 1902, over 11,000 passports were issued 
for study overseas.  In the first decade of Meiji, one third of such students were sent to 
the US, another 10 per cent were sent to the UK, while the third most popular 
destination was Germany (Jansen, 2000, p. 361).  With its growing ambitions to 
dominate the East and its eyes on Korea, by the 1890s Japan had set itself up with a 
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modern, disciplined and well-equipped Western-style army, and by 1895 Japan had 
invaded Korea, China and Taiwan.  Having marked a strong presence in the first Sino-
Japan war, followed by its efforts to crush the Boxer Rebellion in China and 
overwhelming its relentless Russian counterparts in the Russo-Japan war, Japan, 
according to one late 19th century Japanese commentator, was “fully qualified to 
become the great Britain of the East” (Oguma, 2002 (1995), p. 71).  Having made a 
significant impression thereafter by joining the victorious Allies in World War One — 
and as a result, being granted Germany’s Asian colonial territories — Japan was fuelled 
with just enough confidence and nationalism to finally join the “big boys’ club” in a 
quest for global power in both a new century and new era of development.  
 Taking into account any number of factors, how can one account for Japan’s 
success at the turn of the 20th century and leading up to its fall in World War II? 
Needless to say, one cannot explain Japan’s success solely on its efforts to educate and 
cultivate its youth and military forces.  However, at the same time, one cannot deny the 
profound impact and role that education and training played in Japan’s ambitious 
pursuits to emerge as the great empire of the East.  Thus, to determine and demonstrate 
the extent to which education in Japan played this particular role, it is essential to 
discuss the nature of education during this period of rapid transition and of course, the 
focus of this paper—English for Japan’s Imperial Armed Forces. 
 
Education in the late Meiji Period 
 Rather than focusing on the general state of education in Japan (or English 
education for that matter), as noted, this paper examines a collection of examination 
questions taken from seven major naval, engineering, business and medical schools 
between 1897 and 1905—leading up to, during and after Japan’s victorious battles at the 
turn of the century.  
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 Looking only at the state of education at the time, it is incredible how much 
Japan had developed from a feudal system to a highly bureaucratic and organized 
society.  Education itself was one of the great priorities and not just for privileged young 
males; girls’ schools also started to flourish around Tokyo at the turn of the century.  At 
the heart of this push for education, however, was a nationalist agenda. As historian 
Risa Brooks notes, “An important part of modernization meant making education 
universal; [with] the Ministry of Education establish[ing] its control of the national 
education system in the 1880s, reviewing all textbooks and ensuring the inculcation of a 
morality centered of Confucianism and the emperor” (Brooks, 2007, p. 37).  Essentially, 
the “importance of loyalty to country and emperor was emphasized in the Imperial 
Rescript of 1890, which addressed Japanese youth and commanded loyalty to the 
emperor” (2007, p. 37). 
 In this context of modernisation and development of formal education policies, 
what was the nature of English education?  How was it instructed?  What was its 
importance and what was the purpose of learning English itself?  While learning 
English, French and German was encouraged in the mid to late 19th century in Japan., 
following the establishment of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry abolished 
German and French instruction and concentrated on English in preparatory schooling 
(Nakayama, 1989, p. 35).  To what extent was English relevant in preparatory 
schooling?  Preparatory for what exactly?  Considering that Inoue Kowanishi, the 
Minister of Education from 1890, was also the former War Minister and subsequently 
the Prime Minister, it is perhaps quite reasonable to argue that the central purpose of 
education, regardless of subject, was to serve ultranationalist ends.  As Inoue claimed 
“nothing but the kokutai [the national substance] was to be the keynote of education 
(Rubinger, 2005, p. 779).  In a sense, we could argue that learning English was merely a 
means for Japan to acquire knowledge from its powerful counterparts in the West in its 
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grand pursuit to expand the empire.  Early 20th century journalist, Akimoto Shunkichi, 
reinforced such arguments in the following statement:  
All the world now regards us—Japan—as the prodigal son of the Orient. So we 
are—can we not say this without vanity?  For less than fifty years ago Japan was 
a mere nothing in the eyes of the world, and now we rank with the first-class 
powers, enjoying both their esteem and friendship as their equal […] The object 
with which this small magazine is born is, therefore, to be the friend and guide 
to Japanese students of English, not only in their zealous pursuance of the 
language but in studying to know what is the best in the language and in all that 
it shows and embodies, as well as the best in our language and ourselves.  In 
short we are ambitious of taking only the best from Europe and America, while 
preserving the best of ourselves, and in other words we aspire to remain children 
of Nippon to the marrow of bones with only the most beautiful apparel of the 
best European culture. (Saitō, 2007, p. 18) 
 If we assume that the overriding purpose of English language acquisition was to 
simply exploit the language for self-serving purposes and for the greater good of the 
nation, then what were the priorities for learners? What materials were available to them 
and what was the nature of the lessons?  
 In his comprehensive book on English education in Japan, Saitō Yoshifumi 
outlines the evolution of textbooks in the Meiji Period, noting that until 1885 only 
imported books were available.  Thereafter, from 1885 to 1897, some of these imported 
readers (such as Barnes’ New National Reader, Swinton’s Reader and Sanders’ Union 
Reader) were reprinted within Japan.  It was only at the turn of the century that 
Japanese authors started to add annotations to these types of textbooks (Saitō, 2007, pp. 
38-39) primarily for the purpose of self-study and focusing solely on reading and 
interpretation.  On this note, one could argue that reading comprehension skills and 
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translation were emphasised in this period.  Interestingly, in spite of the education 
reforms that have occurred over the last 100 years to emphasise speaking and 
communicative skills, self-study (particularly speed reading, grammar drills, vocabulary 
drills and translation tasks) continues to remain a crucial aspect of English language 
education in Japan.  In other words, one could argue that acquiring the skills and 
knowledge necessary to pass English exams at junior and senior high school was (and 
is) the primary motivation of most English learners.  I further argue that it is also very 
much ingrained in the education system and a form of English for Specific Purposes in 
its own right. 
 In order to gain further insight into this phenomenon and the state of English 
language education for young cadets, it is essential to consider the specialist schools, 
technical colleges and military colleges where English was taught and tests were 
administered.  Since this paper examines a specific collection of English entrance 
examinations, I will only refer to the institutions from which these examination papers 
were derived.  As listed by the “Teaching English Methods Institute” (1905) in their 
published collection of these examinations, the relevant institutions are as follows:  
 海軍機関学校 (Naval Engineering School);  
 東京商船学校 (Tokyo School of Merchant Shipping);  
 東京師範学校 (Tokyo School of Education)—where, incidentally, the 
 president was an active duty army soldier;  
 東京外国語学校 (Tokyo School of Foreign Languages)— where the 
 languages offered were incidentally spoken by Japan’s main allies and 
 opponents (namely, English, French, Chinese, Russian, Korean, Italian, and 
 Spanish);  
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 千葉医学専門学校 (Chiba Medical Specialist School)— where, incidentally, 
 many exchange students were from China, Taiwan and Korea);  
 大阪高等工業学校 (Osaka School of Engineering)— where it was necessary 
 for applicants to pass medical and psychological tests); and   
 神戸高等商業学校 (Kobe School of Commerce)— where much like Tokyo 
 School of Foreign Languages, the languages offered were mostly spoken by 
 Japan’s allies and opponents (namely, English, French, Chinese, German, 
 Russian, Portuguese, Spanish and Italian). 
 
 Whether to train or prepare young students for international trade, international 
relations, medical or military purposes, each of these schools shared one thing in 
common.  That is, as part of the admission requirements, passing the English 
examination was a prerequisite.  Why the emphasis on English?  Why were medical 
practitioners, engineers, language specialists, and business school graduates required? 
Perhaps one way of looking at it is that they were instruments for expanding the Empire.  
For instance, envious of China’s trade relations and success in Europe, Japan needed 
ambitious merchants in order to display its economic prowess and engage in business 
ventures abroad.  After all,  the founder of Keio University, Fukuzawa Yukichi, once 
argued that English was the language of trade or international relations (Fukuzawa, 
1960, p. 336).  Thus, in order to successfully invade its neighboring countries and 
further expand its empire, culture and language, Japan needed skilled business 
graduates, linguists, engineers, doctors and of course, soldiers.  Needless to say, 
regardless of the school students graduated from, it was almost certain (or very likely) 
that they would be drafted, and although some students might have been specialists in 
one field or another, they were nonetheless well-trained human resources who were fit 
for battle—essentially, soldiers without borders. 
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 Becoming well-trained or skilled in a subject, even a language, does not 
necessarily facilitate the accusation of English.  Although some publishers in present-
day Japan would like their consumers to believe that it is possible to acquire a language 
within a week or month with their vast array of “Master English in a week” self-study 
texts, the efficacy and long-term benefits are highly dubious.  However, this culture of 
speed learning and investment in test preparation material is a thriving market in the 
Japanese publishing industry.  In a sense, the message conveyed is that English is not a 
language to be learned for the purpose of communication.  It is a test with rules, 
structures and strategies that need to be memorised and mastered.  I argue that this 
culture dates at least back to the late Meiji Period with the proliferation of yobiko 
(preparatory schools).  According to Yoshino Takehiro of Keio University, many 
examinees prepared for entrance examinations in the latter half of the Meiji Period by 
attending yobiko, which largely concentrated their efforts on preparing their students for 
entrance examinations (1998, p. 25).  Essentially, these institutions were responsible for 
preparing sample questions, mock tests and preparatory texts for their students.  
 One of these texts, as I will demonstrate, was exemplary for acquiring English 
for specific purposes on many levels.  If we accept Paltridge and Starfield’s basic 
definition of English for specific purposes as “the teaching or learning of English as a 
second or foreign language where the goal of the learners is to use English in a 
particular domain” (2012, p. 1), then one could argue that learning to master the 
questions in order to pass an English exam is in its own right a form of learning English 
for Specific Purposes.  However, what my research concerns more, is how these exams 





 As mentioned earlier, the particular text I am concerned with was a preparatory 
textbook including the questions and solutions to English examinations held between 
1897 to 1905 at the aforementioned schools. Published in 1905, The Explanations for 
the English Questions Given in the Entrance Examinations of Government Schools was 
on many levels, exemplary for acquiring English for Specific purposes.  That is, not 
only did it prepare students for examinations (or perhaps, English for Academic 
Purposes), but it also prepared students to serve their country and fulfill their Empire’s 
duty by subliminally instilling a sense of national pride and supremacism through the 
content and structure of the tests.  
 
Structure and Test Design 
 Looking first at the structure and test design, without thoroughly examining the 
content, one can easily surmise that the tests do not vary too much.  Essentially, each 
test was designed to last two to three hours depending on the school.  In terms of the test 
structure, there were no listening or speaking sections.  However, the reading and 
writing section attempted to cover a variety of language structures and advanced 
vocabulary that would otherwise be considered too difficult in present-day high school 
examinations.  Furthermore, a bulk of the tasks involved the translation of archaic 
proverbs or proverb-like example sentences, which, I would argue, seem largely 
irrelevant to daily life interactions or formal correspondence. For instance,  
 It is easy in the world to live after the world’s opinion; it is  easy in solitude to 
 live after our own: but great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with 
perfect sweetness the independence of solitude (1905, p. 277). 
 As opposed to acquiring basic writing skills for simple correspondence tasks 
such as letter writing or incidence reports, I suggest that these seemingly arbitrary 
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translation tasks were designed to be difficult—they were designed to be difficult to the 
degree that the only way one could translate them would to be to learn them by ROTE.  
Consequently, the examinees did not acquire any applicable reading and writing skills.  
Rather, the translation tasks seem to test the capacity of one’s memory.  In any case, 
aside from both English to Japanese and Japanese to English translation, other tasks 
involved error correction, sentence completion, table completion (of irregular verbs or 
past participles, for example), sentence construction tasks requiring the knowledge of 
specific grammar, word stress activities, long answer writing tasks, and so on.  Consider 
several of these examples: 
 1. Write a sentence in which “where” is used to introduce an independent 
proposition. 
 2. Write a sentence containing a verb in future perfect tense (1905, p. 279).  
 3. Supply the proper tense of the verbs enclosed in brackets. 
 4. I (write) for the last two hours. 
 5. Our fleet not (go) far when the enemy appeared (1905, p. 213). 
 Given the complexity of lexicon in the translation tasks, the need for a sound 
knowledge of grammar, and the fact that the instructions are entirely in English, one 
might assume that these kinds of tests either required expert knowledge of the language, 
or intense ROTE learning of both the test structure, task requirements and example 
sentences.  I believe the latter is the more likely of the two situations.  This would also 
reinforce that students were simply studying to pass the test, enter their school of 
choice, and proceed to fill a variety of respectable positions in service to the empire.  
Since the compulsory enlistment law was revised to abolish exemption regulations and 
universal conscription was put into place in 1889 (Menning, Wolff & Marks, 2005, p. 
279), it was inevitable that the English these young men were learning was, in essence, 
“English for the Imperial Armed Forces”.  Furthermore, if we consider the rather 
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mechanical-like structure of the tests with the complete lack of self-expression and 
emphasis on responding to instructions 100% correctly, it is not unlike the routine of an 
ordinary soldier.  In some respect, I believe such tests could be perceived as a form of 
military training in the sense that they require students to grow accustomed to 
responding to commands accurately, and discourage self-expression, let alone 
opportunities to speak. 
 
Content 
 Although the structure reflects the methodical and regimented nature of the tests, 
it is rather the overtly nationalistic bias of the content which seems to shed more light 
on the military specific angle of the tests.  Take for instance, this rather explicit writing 
task: “Write a composition at not less than fifty words on the following subject:— 
‘Warships’” (1905, p. 179).  There were also tasks, which, for instance, required the 
students to provide the plural form of the following nouns: leaf, gulf, Major-general, 
Commander-in-Chief (1905, p. 212).  However, it is some of the translation tasks which 
blatantly indicate the nationalistic bias of the text.  Take, for instance, the following 
sentences which overtly glorify war and the victories of the Japanese:  
 1. He would prefer war to peace, if war would bring him more honour (1905, 
 p. 181). 
 2. The Chinese warships were sunk or disabled, and as a result of the battle the 
 command of the sea passed to the victorious Japanese fleet (1905, p. 209).  
 There are also reflections on wars gone by and folly mistakes made by enemies 
during war in the following examples:  
 
 1. The general felt that it would be impossible for him to hold the city much 
 longer, and that to remain there was only useless waste of life (1905, p. 215).  
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 2. What is quite certain is that no wide-awake admiral will lie with his ships 
 anchored in an exposed roadsted, as the Russians have done at Port Arthur 
 (1905, p. 215).  
 As opposed to the foolishness of their enemies, there is also commentary 
reflecting Japan’s awe of Great Britain’s naval technology in example sentences such 
as: “ It is without question that the Frenchman is inferior to the Englishman in respect of 
marine transportation” (1905, p. 238).  On the other hand, rather than a sense of awe, 
some examples conveyed somewhat envious feelings towards China.  For example, “It 
is said that the Chinese is more skillful in speaking English than the Japanese.  The 
reason seemed to be the Chinese from his boyhood is accustomed to recitation” (1905, 
p. 293).  
 Commentary conveying a sense of cultural superiority is amply exemplified 
throughout the text in comments such as “The lacquered wares of Japan are superior to 
those of China” (1905, p. 240); “China is a less civilized country than we supposed” 
(1905, p. 276); “Thirty years have passed since our country opened her ports, and 
during these years she has made a great progress” (1905, p. 278); or “As the 
consequence of our victory in the war with China, the more frequent our international 
relations become, the more necessary are foreign languages” (1905, p.220).  Evidently, 
the ultra nationalistic tone of the questions, the challenging grammatical forms and 
complexity of the language, and the structure of the questions combined suggest either 
that the examinees had outstanding English language skills and a deep respect for their 
country, or that the test and respective content itself simply needed to be drilled and 
instilled until understood.  In any case, the nature of the content and structure highlights 
a need for deeper and further discussion. 
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Discussions and Conclusions 
 While the aforementioned excerpts from the examination may seem quite 
overtly ultra nationalistic in tone to modern critics, if one takes into account the context 
in which the examinations were made (namely, the late 1800s and early 1900s), 
expanding and exploiting the notion of nationalism was a worldwide phenomenon and 
was thus, nothing unusual, per se.  Furthermore, the ongoing discussions concerning 
pre-war  and postwar textbooks as vehicles of propaganda in Japan are hardly new.  
Most notable is the 黒塗り教科書 (kuronurikyōkasho) phenomenon—the “inking-out” 
out of pro-war or nationalist propaganda from textbooks performed by the American 
GHQ.  Collections of inked-out images from Erikawa Haruo’s research (1994) aptly 
reveals the extent to which the texts needed to be censored.  Anything from images to 
words and even entire sentences and pages were “inked-out.”  In any case, Japan is 
certainly not the only country to have come under fire for its heavily biased school 
textbooks.  South Korea, China and pre-war Germany are other notorious examples 
(Sharma, 2014), but that is beyond the scope of this paper’s discussion.  
 Since a thorough analysis of the examination contents might necessitate an 
entire chapter’s worth of discussion, instead, I will simply make several contentious 
claims.  Firstly, both the inked-out pre-World War II textbooks and the previous 
examples from the examination indicate that although these texts were arguably 
instruments of propaganda, one could also argue that they were forms of English for 
Specific Purposes—specifically, English for the Imperial Armed Forces.  In their form, 
they are methodical, tactical and leave little room for error or self-expression.  In a 
sense, they are designed to resemble a battle of sorts.  There is a strategy, and the only 
way to succeed or to conquer is to train, grow accustomed to the strategies, listen to 
commands and respond accurately.  In their content, not only do such tests heavily 
feature military terminology or allude to the country’s immediate enemies or allies, but 
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with the intention of instilling a sense of national pride into its readers.  The notions of 
cultural supremacy running throughout the text also play a critical role.  With their 
wordy sentences and anything but communicative language, one could suggest that 
these examinations prepared students for correspondence by mail or telegram.  On the 
other hand, the lack of communicative tasks perhaps highlights the idea that Japan 
deemed itself to be a conqueror of nations.  That is, that with victory in the East and 
beyond and the successive expansion of the Empire, the Japanese language would 
become one of the world’s major languages.  Rather than being the conquered and 
having to learn to speak English (or the “victor’s language”), in being the conquerors, 
Japan could ensure the infiltration of its own language and culture into others.  This, 
however, was not the case.  
 Interestingly though, in spite of being defeated in World War II — in spite of 
being the conquered, per se — English has never really conquered Japan.  Lagging 
behind India, Vietnam and even South Korea, Japan was ranked 30th of the 70 most 
proficient English learners in the world according to the 2015 English Proficiency Index 
(EF, 2015).  Although the reason why Japanese ESL learners lag behind their Eastern 
counterparts is often the subject of much debate among ESL scholars, I suggest that the 
enduring trend of poor English skills in Japan could be largely attributed to the testing 
systems and test preparatory culture.  So is it the emphasis on ROTE learning and 
simply mastering strategies to succeed at written tests which propels an ongoing cycle 
of poor English skills, or is it something more profound and subconscious?  Is it a form 
of resistance—a resistance to accept that Japan is no longer a “conqueror” and has 
become “the conquered”?  That indeed, is debatable.  However, one thing is certain—if 
the language of war is indeed violence, then it is hardly a language worth learning, but 
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